into history as events rather than as works of art. When read today, they may seem too much marked by the specific circumstances of their own age. For that very reason, however, and also because they offer lavish documentation of their reception at an exact time, they constitute interesting material for historical study.
In 'The Abyss', the schoolgirl Zinochka and the student Nemovetskii go out for a romantic walk that turns into a catastrophe. Being completely absorbed in their adolescent infatuation, they lose their way and at sunset find themselves in an unknown, socially foreign landscape peopled by prostitutes and drunks. Here they are assaulted by three thugs who knock Nemovetskii out and rape Zinochka. When the student comes to and finds Zinochka naked and still unconscious, he is overwhelmed with passion and takes advantage of her helplessness. Part of the story's audacity lies in its overall theme: the brutish sexual passion that lurks in all males, not just thugs but even such nice, educated young men as Nemovetskii. This violent force may, as the story demonstrates, suddenly emerge from its concealment under a veneer of civilization and take possession of the man, transforming him into a beast and driving him to commit a hideous crime. In Andreev's development of this theme, he came close to depicting female nakedness and the sexual act, probably closer than any published Russian literature up to that time. The most sensational aspect of 'The Abyss' may well have been unconscious Zinochka's naked body and Nemovetskii's struggle with it.
In addition to Andreev's audacity in breaking sexual taboos, one cannot miss his stylistic boldness. In the most general terms Andreev's style could be defined as a kind of literary one-upmanship: whenever the reader concludes that things cannot get worse, Andreev goes one step further. This is certainly the principle underlying the composition of 'The Abyss', where 17-year-old Zinochka is first raped three times and then once more. The extra shock of the fourth rape has been set up with the use of foreshadowing and false foreshadowing. Zinochka's attempt, in Chapter 3, to run away from the rapists is foreshadowed at the end of Chapter 1, through the description of the clouds moving in the sky:
The dark clouds whirled round, jostling one another, slowly and painfully changing their monstrous outlines and moving forward unwillingly, as if driven by some inexorable, terrible force. Breaking away from the rest, a bright, finely-spun little cloud was hurrying along all by itself, weak and frightened (p. 358).
